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Populism and the Evangelical church in Latin
America: how anti-LGBTI forces tried to stop
the Colombian peace agreement*

Populismo e Igreja Evangélica na América
Latina: como as forcas anti-LGBTI tentaram
impedir o acordo de paz colombiano

Julia Assmann de Freitas Macedo**

Fabrizio Conte Jacobucci***

Abstract

The present paper explores the relationship between right-wing populism
and the neo-Pentecostal Evangelical churches in Latin America, focusing
on the anti-LGBT discourse emanating from this relationship. It argues that
right-wing populists have been antagonizing the “people” against an ima-
ginary LGBTI foe and using religious jargon and support to mobilize the
masses against gender identity and sexual orientation achievements in the
region. This argument is illustrated by a case study on one of the most em-
blematic moments of anti-LGBTI rhetoric in the last decade: the 2016 pe-
ace agreement referendum in Colombia. After more than fifty years of war
between the FARC-EP and the government, a religious-populist movement
claimed the Colombian peace agreement was tainted by “gender ideology”,
which would threaten Colombian traditions and institutions. The 2016 re-
ferendum became a platform for advancing and repudiating LGBTT rights,
and the subsequent rejection of the Colombian peace agreement is a case in
point of the sharp opposition and “us vs them” narrative of right-populists
and the neo-Pentecostal church against the LGBTI agenda.

Keywords: Latin America. Populism. Neo-Pentecostal churches. LGBTI.
Peace agreement. Colombia.

Resumo

O presente artigo explora a relacio entre o populismo de direita e as igrejas
evangélicas neopentecostais na América Latina, enfocando o discurso anti-
LGBT que emana dessa relagao. Argumenta-se que populistas de direita tém
antagonizado o “povo” contra um inimigo LGBTI imaginario e usando
jargdo religioso e apoio para mobilizar as massas contra as conquistas de
identidade de género e da orientacdo sexual na regido. Esse argumento é
ilustrado por um estudo de caso sobre um dos momentos mais emblemati-
cos da retdrica anti-LGBTI na ultima década: o referendo do acordo de paz
de 2016 na Colombia. Depois de mais de cinquenta anos de guerra entre
as FARC-EP e o governo, um movimento religioso-populista afirmou que



o acordo de paz colombiano estava contaminado pela
“ideologia de género”, o que ameagaria as tradi¢cdes e as
instituicdes colombianas. O referendo de 2016 tornou-
se uma plataforma para avancar e repudiar os direitos
LGBTI, e a subsequente rejeicao do acordo de paz co-
lombiano é um caso em destaque na forte oposi¢ao e na
narrativa “nés contra eles” de populistas de direita e da
igreja neopentecostal contra o Agenda LGBTL

Palavras-chave: América Latina. Populismo. Igrejas
neopentecostais. LGBTI. Acordo de Paz. Colémbia

1 Introduction

Sandwich. That is the word Juan Manuel Santos, No-
bel Peace Prize laureate and Colombia’s former presi-
dent, utilized to describe Latin America’s current politi-
cal situation. “Latin America is like a sandwich, between
left- and right-wing populism”, he affirmed during an
interview with a Colombian TV program'. Indeed, if
considered against an historical background, the state-
ment could well be sound. Populism is a thin-centered
ideology, which grips itself into other more complex
and stable host ideologies, such as nationalism, libe-
ralism, and socialism® Latin America has flirted with
those, and since the 1930s the region swung between
left- and right-wing populists. It pushed through Peron,
Vargas, Velasco, Ibarram, Fujimori, Chaves, Collor de
Mello, Ortega, and Correa, among many others. Al-
though not free of controversy and with representati-
ves holding uneven levels of populist appeal, Manuel
Santos is right to assert that the region has seen the rise
and fall of different versions of populism.

However, Santos’ declaration is not befitting to the
events of recent years. By the mid-2010s, a conservative
wave struck the world and its ripples were felt across
Latin America — the right-wing nationalism spearhea-
ded by Trump, Orban and Haider has had a compara-
ble variant in the tropics. The phenomena in the Global
North and Latin America have much in common: the

! CADENA SER. Juan Manuel Santos: América Latina estd como
un sandwich, entre el populismo de izquierdas y de derechas. mar.
2019. Available at: https://cadenaser.com/programa/2019/03/27/
hoy_por_hoy/1553671611_425302.html.

> MUDDE, Cas. The populist zeitgeist. Government and Opposi-
tion, v. 39, n. 4, p. 541-563, 2004. MUDDE, Cas; KALTWASSER,
Cristobal Rovira. Populism: a very short introduction. Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2017.

reinforcement or open legitimization of racism, homo-
phobia, intolerance and nationalism, as well as a dysto-
pian normalization of ignorance and the naturalization
of violence’. Despite the overarching polarization of
the electorate, both North and South have witnessed a
turn to the right*. However, recent right-wing populist
movements in Latin America are backed by a unique
factor that cannot be found in other regions of the
world: the support and strong alliance with the neo-
-Pentecostal Evangelical church®.

In Latin America, populists are usually charismatic
personalities who maintain a direct connection to the
people. However, its right-wing and conservative repre-
sentatives are seen as part of the upper strata, faring
best among their equals, and tend to struggle reaching
the masses®. To shift this trend, Evangelical rhetoric has
been (falsely) employed as a bridge between conser-
vative right-wing populists and the people, in order to
spread their agenda to all social and economic groups.
Evangelical churches have turned into populist enablers.
In this sense, the region is not stuck between left- and
right-wing populism, but rather (as Juan Manuel San-
tos himself would experience in 2016) between neo-
-Pentecostal Evangelical churches and the latter. The
relationship between them is far more complex than
the terms proposed by Santos: right-wing populists and
neo-Pentecostal leaders coordinate forces, reinforce
each other’s power and advance a shared agenda.

In parallel, the LGBTI agenda has gained some mo-
mentum in the last decade, and the struggle for their
rights in Latin American countries has made unprece-
dented, though still modest, inroads’. As a result, the

> GIROUX, Henry A. Crescimento do populismo de direita. Le
Monde Diplomatique Brasil, ed. 151, jan. 2020. Available at: https://
diplomatique.org.bt/crescimento-do-populismo-de-direita/.

* GANDESHA, Samir. Understanding right and left populism.
In: MORELOCK, Jeremiah (org.). Critical theory and anthoritarian pop-
ulism. London: University of Westminster Press, 2018. p. 49-70.

> Although the support and alliance between right-wing populists
and Evangelicals can be found in others regions of the world, the
dimension of this phenomenon in Latin America is unprecedent.

¢ Conservative parties tend to draw their core constituencies from
the upper strata of society, however some noteworthy exceptions
such as Collor de Mello in Brazil should be highlighted. MAIN-
WARING, Scott; MENEGUELLO, Rachel; POWER, Timothy J.
Conservative parties, democracy, and economic reform in contem-
porary Brazil. In: MIDDLEBROOK, Kevin J. Conservative parties, the
right, and democracy in Latin America. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2000. p. 164-222.

7 CORRALES, Javier; PECHENY, Mario. Introduction: the com-
parative politics of sexuality in Latin America. In: CORRALES, Javi-

= MACEDO, Julia Assmann de Freitas, JACOBUCCI, Fabrizio Conte. Populism and the Evangelical church in Latin America: how anti-LGBTI forces tried to stop the Colombian peace agreement.
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populist-evangelical backlash against sexuality and iden-
tity debates has been razor-sharp, trying to silence cri-
tics, consolidate power, and turning the LGBTI agenda
into a battleground. This radical movement, which does
not stand for all Evangelicals or populists, fosters cam-
paigns against minorities and has found in the LGBTI
community an enemy against whom to fight®. As LGB-
T1 rights were brought to the center of the political de-
bate, right-wing populist and Evangelical fronts started
to press in the same direction, announcing a crusade
against the so-called “gender ideology”.

The present paper will argue that although it is unde-
niable that left-wing populism still plays an import role
in the region, the current “sandwich” in Latin America
rather involves right-wing populism and the neo-Pente-
costal Evangelical church. This paper tackles the anti-
-LGBTI discourse stemming from it. Although there
is no necessary mismatch between LGBTI rights and
Evangelical ethics, it will argue that right-wing popu-
lists have been using religious jargon and mobilizing the
masses against LGBTI achievements. This argument
will be illustrated by a case study on one of the most
emblematic moments of anti-LGBTI rhetoric in the
region: the 2016 referendum in Colombia. After more
than fifty years of war between the FARC-EP and the
government, a religious-populist movement claimed
the peace agreement was tainted by “gender ideology”,
which threatened Colombian traditions and institutions.
Inspired by an anti-LGBTI discourse and rooted in an
“us vs them” paranoia, the rejection of the Colombian
Peace Agreement is a case in point of the power of
anti-LGBTI discourse emanating from both right-wing
populism and the neo-Pentecostal Evangelical churches.

2 Populism and the Evangelical
church in Latin America

2.1 The populist quest for an enemy

er; PECHENY, Mario (org.). The politics of dexnality in 1atin America.
Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010. p. 1-30.

8 It is importante to highlight that some Protestant congregations
promote gender equality and rights for the LGBTI community. For
instance, the Colombian movement Redconciliarte, encourages L.G-
BTI Christians to express their faith publicly and mobilize in de-

fense of their rights.

There is a lot of debate behind the meaning and sco-
pe of the different forms of populism. However, resor-
ting to Cas Mudde’s definition, all forms of populism
include an appeal to “the people” and a denunciation of
“the elite”. What makes populism so powerful and the
bearer of different facets is that both the people and the
elite are flexible and abstract constructions, differentia-
ted only by a key moral factor: “the people” is pure, and

“the elite” is corrupt'’.

The concept of “people” is broad enough to en-
compass different constituencies and articulate their
demands, to generate a shared identity between diffe-
rent groups and facilitate their support for a common
cause. According to the populist rhetoric, the “people”
is objectively or subjectively excluded from power. This
exclusion can occur for a variety of reasons, including
cultural, national, economic, ethnic and social characte-
ristics. The idea is both inclusive and divisive, as it simul-
taneously attempts to unite an angry and silent majority,
while mobilizing this majority against a defined enemy'’.

Populists encourage antagonist and manicheistic nat-
ratives, fostering the idea of “us vs them”. They also in-
troduce the sense of lack of representation by existing
political parties and spread a feeling of irreparable disor-
der. The objective is to maximize the need for the people
to turn against the current political arrangement. By indu-
cing people to seek unconventional actors to have their
demands guaranteed — since institutions, the press and the
Congress no longer represent trusted platforms — popu-
lists consolidate their position as the anti-establishment'?.
The rupture with the existent establishment is a conse-
quence of the loss of reliability that the political system
can find a cure to its disease (social disorder) within itself.
People are consumed by the belief that the only path is
deconstructing the current political system in order to

’ MUDDE, Cas. The populist zeitgeist. Government and Opposi-
tion, v. 39, n. 4, p. 541-563, 2004.; MUDDE, Cas; KALTWASSER,
Cristobal Rovira. Populism: a very short introduction. Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2017.

1" MUDDE, Cas. The populist zeitgeist. Government and Opposi-
tion, v. 39, n. 4, p. 541-563, 2004.; MUDDE, Cas; KALTWASSER,
Cristobal Rovira. Populism: a very short introduction. Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2017.

"' MUDDE, Cas. The populist zeitgeist. Government and Opposi-
tion, v. 39, n. 4, p. 541-563, 2004.; MUDDE, Cas; KALTWASSER,
Cristobal Rovira. Populism: a very short introduction. Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2017.

2 BAVA, Silvio Caccia; ROMANO, Jorge. Vamos falar de pop-
ulismo. Ie Monde Diplomatique Brasil, ed. 120, jul. 2017. Available at:
https://diplomatique.org.br/vamos-falar-de-populismo-2/.

= MACEDO, Julia Assmann de Freitas, JACOBUCCI, Fabrizio Conte. Populism and the Evangelical church in Latin America: how anti-LGBTI forces tried to stop the Colombian peace agreement.
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build a brand-new project. However, nothing new comes
from this endeavor™. Through populists” emphatic spee-
ch, they meticulously sew a scenario in which the people
think they can only rely on the leader’s maintenance in
powet to assure their own rights'.

In this sense, populism is fundamentally an anti-
-establishment phenomenon, and such notion can be
objective or subjective. The “elite” is what is seen as
the establishment, the ones with the real power, the
privileged ones. What is interesting is that the populist
arguments affirm that they, the democratically elected
leaders, are not the ones who hold the real power, but
some shadowy forces that continue to hold on to il-
legitimate powers to undermine the voice of the pure

people®.

Although not all populist movements look the
same'®, they all share the same objective: holding on
to powet'’. By giving voice to the people, this pheno-
menon institutes a sense of belonging, in which both
people and governors are on the same empowered side
of the coin.

In Latin America, populism is particularly appealing
because of the region’s high levels of socioeconomic
inequality. During the 20™ century, populism move-
ments seized the power vacuum caused upon the fall
of traditional oligarchic systems'®. These movements
are traditionally divided into three waves. First, the
national-populism in the 1930’, in which boosted by the
new urban masses Vargas in Brazil, Perén in Argentina,
Velasco in Ecuador, Cardenas in Mexico and Haya de la
Torre in Peru, promoted the universal vote, the inclu-

3 BAVA, Silvio Caccia; ROMANO, Jorge. Vamos falar de pop-
ulismo. Ie Monde Diplomatique Brasil, ed. 120, jul. 2017. Available at:
https://diplomatique.org.br/vamos-falar-de-populismo-2/.

¥ HERNANDEZ, Alejandro Espi. La dimensién emocional de
los movimientos politicos populistas de S.XXI en América Latina
y Buropa. Miguel Herndndez Communication Journal, v. 10, n. 1, p. 101-
121. Universidad Miguel Hernandez, UMH (Elche-Alicante). DOI:
http://dx.doi.org/10.21134/mhcj.v10i0.277.

5 MUDDE, Cas. The populist zeitgeist. Government and Opposi-
tion, v. 39, n. 4, p. 541-563, 2004. MUDDE, Cas; KALTWASSER,
Cristobal Rovira. Populism: a very short introduction. Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2017.

¢ MULLER, Jan Wernet. Populism and the people. London Review
of Books. may 2019. Available at: https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/
v41/n10/jan-werner-mueller/populism-and-the-people.

7 BAVA, Silvio Caccia; ROMANO, Jorge. Vamos falar de pop-
ulismo. Ie Monde Diplomatique Brasil, ed. 120, jul. 2017. Available at:
https://diplomatique.org.br/vamos-falar-de-populismo-2/.

8 PRADO, Matia Ligia; PELLEGRINO, Gabrticla. Histéria da
Awmérica Latina. Sao Paulo: Contexto, 2014.

sion of workers and a social protection system. Second,
the right-wing neo-populism in early 1990%, in which Fuji-
mori in Peru, Menen in Argentina and Collor de Melo
in Brazil intended to institute neo-liberal economic
measures aligned with Washington’s politics by privati-
zing and reducing the State’s size —leaving a commercial
balance that required a deep political, social and econo-
mic reconstruction. Third, the lft-wing populism in the
late 1990’ and 2000’s, in which Chavez in Venezuela,
Lula in Brazil, Kirchner in Argentina, Correa in Ecua-
dor and Morales in Bolivia advanced an anti-neo-liberal
economic position, strengthening the role of the State
by nationalizing natural resources'.

In addition, a fourth wave of populism has been sur-
rounding Latin America since 2010’s: the #/tra-right-wing
conservative populisn™. Bolsonaro in Brazil, Morales and
Giammattei in Guatemala, Macri in Argentina, Pifiera
in Chile, and Hernandez in Honduras are examples of
a turn to the right”'. Fourth-wave populists have taken
advantage of people’s social discontent and provided
a conservative, nationalist and fundamentalist agenda.

The fourth wave of populism established a strong
connection with neo-Pentecostal Evangelical churches.
Right-wing populists have penetrated the neo-Pente-
costal masses due to the conservative values shared by
both*. The interplay between these actors has reinfor-
ced the perpetuation of right-wing governments in the
region. Additionally, in the last decade a political crisis
grew, as the economical upper strata refused to accept
extending social benefits to new subjects and clamoured
for a return to institutional representation of the elite

interests - perfect timing for a conservative project”.

9 GRATIUS, Susanne. La “tercera ola populista” de América
Latina. Working paper to the Fundacion para las Relaciones Internacion-
ales y el Didlogo Exterior (FRIDE). oct. 2007. Available at: https://
s3.amazonaws.com/academia.edu.documents/42469813/La_ter-
cera_ola_populista_de_Amrica_Iatin20160209-25129-13dj5fo.pdf.
% LAMBERT, Renaud. O impasse da direita da América Latina.
Le Monde Diplomatique Brasil, ed. 152, fev. 2020. Available at: https://
diplomatique.org.br/o-impasse-da-direita-na-ametica-latina/.

2 BELLOLIO, Cristébal. La cuarta ola de populismo latinoameri-
cano. Revista Capital, sep. 2018. Available at: https:/ /www.capital.cl/
la-cuarta-ola-de-populismo-latinoamericano/.

2 CORRALES, Javier. A perfect matriage: evangelicals and con-
servatives in Latin America. The New York Times, jan. 2018. Available
at:  https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/17/opinion/evangelicals-
politics-latin-america.html.

# BAVA, Silvio Caccia; ROMANO, Jorge. Vamos falar de pop-
ulismo. Ie Monde Diplomatique Brasil, ed. 120, jul. 2017. Available at:
https://diplomatique.org.br/vamos-falar-de-populismo-2/.
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In Costa Rica, same-sex marriage debates directly
influenced the 2018 presidential ballot. In response to
a Costa Rican government consultation, the Interame-
rican Court of Human Rights has obliged the State to
guarantee equal rights to same-sex marriage®’. This de-
cision caused a commotion by Evangelical groups, and
led Fabricio Alvarado, a gospel singer and TV presen-
ter, to jump from 3% to 25% of voting intention in
the presidential campaign. He would ultimately lose the
ballot to Carlos Quesada, but he managed to gather all
conservative fronts involved with the same agenda®. In
Paraguay, Mario Abdo Benitez was elected with sup-
port of conservative Christian movements by revisiting
Alfredo Stroessnet’s (20" century Paraguayan dictator)
tough speech on prohibition of same-sex marriage
and abortion®. In Guatemala, Alejandro Giammattei,
a right-wing former prison chief commandant, gained
victory through the Evangelical masses with his con-
servative anti-LGBTI stance in 2019%. The same ha-
ppened in Chile, where Sebastian Pifiera, a right-wing
conservative billionaire, was elected with a very similar
agenda in 2018%, and in Honduras, where Juan Otlan-
do Hernandez was reelected after a controversial ballot,
with a right-wing conservative agenda®.

2.2 The neo-Pentecostal Evangelical Church
enters the scene

The relationship between politics and religion is
not an exclusive aspect of neo-Pentecostal churches
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and populism. Religion has always been rooted in the
social, political and economic development of Latin
America™. It is intrinsically related to the “discovery”
and exploitation of the region itself, due to the deep
connection of both Spain and Portugal to the Roman
Catholic Church’. The Church has been involved in
the region’s political matters since the Tordesillas Trea-
ty, passing through the independence of the new-born
States and the establishment of a democratic concert in
the region™.

In 1970, Roman Catholics represented 92% of Latin
America’s population, a consequence of affiliation be-
tween the State and the Church through the centuries™.
Due to the urbanization of Latin America’s society, the
increasing plurality of religions, and uneven globaliza-
tion, the region’s cultural identity has been directly im-
pacted. As a result, Latin America experienced a frag-
mentation of its religious bonds with Catholicism™. By
breaking up with the steady identity of Catholic Latin
America, the region experienced a new scenario in whi-
ch Non-Catholic Christian religions started occupying a
growing role within society: the expansion of the Evan-
gelical church is its most prominent example®. In 2014,
the percentage of Catholics had dropped to 69%, while
the percentage of Evangelical faithful had jumped from
4% to 19%.

The label ‘Evangelical’ in Latin America is an um-
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brella term used to describe a strand of Protestantism,
which often encompasses most of the ‘transplanted’
and independent churches in the region’. Evangelical
churches derive from Protestantism and are assembled
in a Christian movement that strictly follows the Bible
— and not the Pope, as with Catholics. The very word
“evangelicalism” comes from evangelii (Gospel, in Latin),
whereas the Roman Catholic and Apostolic Church deri-
ves its name from St. Peter, one of Jesus’ apostles and
first leader of the Church®. For centuries, Protestan-
tism has defended values of equality, liberty and indi-
vidual autonomy of thought, opinion and expression™.

According to Allan Lichtman, since the end of
World War I, North American white Protestant groups
have led conservative movements based on the anti-plu-
ralist Christian tradition, focused on the family, defense
of male authority, and radical opposition to abortion
and homosexuality. These groups have strengthened
right-wing politics with passionate appeal to do whate-
ver is necessary to control private morality and public
life — even if it means to instrumentalize government
and the State’s apparatus®’.

Since the 1970’, new Christian right-wings have ga-
thered in a neo-Pentecostalism movement, aiming to
show reaction to cultural, political and social changes
worldwide. In order to accomplish this, the movement
has employed political artifices to reintroduce Christian
conservative values into the public arena*. During the
last decades, this new segment within Evangelical creed
has expanded. Flourishing through both autonomous
churches and being adopted, in whole or in part, by
existing organizations”. Neo-Pentecostalism is based
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on the so-called “prosperity theology” — a theory sustaining
that if God was able to cure the soul, then there would
be no reason to think He could not give economic pros-
perity as well. The faithful counterpart would be provi-
ded by the tithe®. It is the manifestation of the so-called
Protestant liberalism, as it encourages the personal eco-
nomic progress of the faithful. As a segment of Protes-
tantism, neo-Pentecostalism has played a modernizing
role in the region’s archaic dogmas, whilst introducing a
fundamentalist perspective™.

Because of its deeply personal, charismatic, and
transformative features, the number of faithful of this
creed has sharply expanded across Latin America. Based
on flexible but arranged organizations, and the ability to
bind its message to local spiritualities*, neo-Pentecostal
churches easily reach several segments of the popula-
tion, and are integrated not just into big centers, but
also into poort, rural, and marginalized neighborhoo-
ds*. Its activities run across class, race, and region®’.
These churches have been thriving on providing bet-
ter answers to Latin Americans’ needs, who have been
struck by swift social changes, globalization, and deep
inequality®. Conversely to the Catholic church which
has a centralized authority, neo-Pentecostal churches
are conducted by their own local leaders and, thus, are
able to ground its activities within multiple centers with
very little hierarchy. Its expansion in Latin America is fi-
nancially and organizationally decentralized, with small-
-scale leadership working close to the faithful®. Unlike
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other religious cults, the neo-Pentecostal churches are
in tune with the people, and engage them with creati-
ve and stimulating activities (family parties, raffles, and
dances) to connect people among themselves and with
the religion®. Thus, the religion is “close to home”, and
it creates a sense of belonging and community.

This new segment of Evangelical religion has pro-
ved itself highly successful in Latin America and, since
the outset, the neo-Pentecostal movement has flirted
with conservatism. Within Latin American society, the
conservative tide was boosted by a feeling of disap-
pointment towards more socially progressive initiatives
and was sped up by social media. Neo-Pentecostal lea-
ders caught this ride. They also turned the religion into
a networking event, building ties with other conservati-
ve social organizations’'.

In some Evangelical groups, it is possible to identi-
ty a growing “populist style”. According to URUENA,
the neo-Pentecostal movement “shares the forms (and
even the esthetics) of populist movements, characteri-
zed by the ambition of social and political transforma-
tion, economic benefits for the most dispossessed, and
a strong base of social support for favored policies™.
Right-wing populists played with these characteristics,
using the Evangelical sense of belonging, and conver-
ting it into an “us vs them” dynamic. They have resor-
ted to Evangelical jargon to address the people and
make themselves “close to home” as well™.

Many political parties have been created out of these
conservative Evangelical platforms, seeking to gain spa-
ce in society through public expansion™. In most Latin
American countries, neo-Pentecostal leaders have pene-
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trated deep into the political gears. In addition, this mo-
vement has also presented itself as an interesting elec-
torate for other pre-existing political parties. Populism
appeared as a two-way bridge between the conservative
Christian faithful and the right-wing politicians. This is
how the fourth wave of populism has been prospering
in Latin America®.

Evangelical political participation mainly occurs in
three different fashions. Firstly, by an Evangelical party, a
formal party led by a religious leader, under a religious
mandate, seeking to reach governmental positions in
order to evangelize the masses in Latin America. There
are several cases of such new parties created from the
Evangelical movement™.

Secondly, by an Ewvangelical front, a political front led
by the faithful, but open to other people who share
their political ideals”’. Although the idea enjoys sympa-
thy within the Evangelical community, it has not been
sufficiently convincing the faithful that it is the best ap-
proach, as this front might reach a politician who is not
necessarily Christian®®.

Thirdly, by an Ewvangelical faction, in which religious
leaders and the faithful participate in electoral proces-
ses within pre-existing political parties or movements.
This third form of evangelical participation has been

»  BELLOLIO, Cristébal. La cuarta ola de populismo latinoameri-
cano. Revista Capital, sep. 2018. Available at: https://www.capital.cl/
la-cuarta-ola-de-populismo-latinoamericano/.

% In Argentina, Partido Movimiento Reformador (PMR); in Costa
Rica Partido Alianza Nacional Cristiana (PANC), Partido Reno-
vacion Costarricense (PRC) and Partido Restauraciéon Nacional
(PRN) — both countries in which Roman Catholicism is the official
State’s religion. In countries where there is a constitutional separa-
tion between State and Church, the new parties are equally existent:
In Peru, Frente Evangelico (FE), Movimiento Accién Renovadora
(AMAR), Uni6én Renovadora de Evangélicos Peruanos (EREP) and
Partido Presencia Cristiana (PC); in the Dominican Republic, Par-
tido Dominicano Podemos (PDP); in Guatemala, Frente de Conver-
gencia Nacional (FCN Nacién); in Bolivia, Organizacién Renovado-
ra Autentica (ORA) and Alianza Renovadora Boliviana (ARBOL);
in Chile, Alianza Nacional Cristiana (ANC) and in Colombia, as this
article will explore further on, Alianga Nacional Cristiana, Partido
Nacional Cristiano, Partido Movimiento Union Cristiano, o Movi-
mento Civico Cristiano and Partido Cristiano de Transformacion y
Orden (PACTO). SILVA, Hélerson. Os novos atores “evangélicos”
e a conquista do espaco publico na América Latina. Reflexdo, v. 43,
n. 2, p. 243-263, 2018.
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the most prosperous option within Latin America’s sce-
nario. Although it does not depend on the communities
gathering, the “faction” highlights a sense of belonging
to a single group, as Evangelicals are pleased to partici-
pate in a political party that will provide them greater
visibility. The other way around is also decisive — parties
are even more pleased to have some representatives of
the Evangelical movements in their ranks, knowing that
they can expect these groups to join their electorate™.

Even though Evangelical movements organize by
faction, their politics are not static, transforming and
surging as time goes by. In Brazil, for example, the most
powerful neo-Pentecostal groups supported Collor de
Melo and Fernando Henrique Cardoso for presidency
in the 1990’ against the so called “communism danger”
brought by the Labor Party (PT). Years later, they would
support four elections won by left-wing PT candidates
(Lula da Silva and Dilma Rousseff), moving to Marina
Silva, a former minister of Lula. In 2018, they shifted
again, and supported Jair Bolsonaro, a right-wing con-

servative candidate®.

Conservative Evangelical faithful do not necessarily
vote in right-wing populists because their religious lea-
der tells them to do so. They do it because they believe
they are posing their own resistance to a threatening
agenda®'. The neo-Pentecostalism movement influences
far beyond a ballot — it relies on cultural transformation
in order to promote its growth. Therefore, the Evange-
lical faithful not only participate in the electoral politics
and voting processes, but they have also turned into in-
terlocutors of cultural changes and public policies®.

2.3 LGBTI rights at stake

The struggle with the LGBTI community was a key
point in the shifting of the Evangelical mindset from
“private” to “public”. At the outset, Evangelicals did
not openly challenge the group’s existence, keeping this
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matter within the temple®”. However, with the expan-
sion of its activities and political influence, boosted by
right-wing populists, the movement pushed for an un-
derstanding that their morality and ethics should prevail
over the human rights agenda®. Neo-Pentecostal chur-
ches started moving from private to public sphere.

With the sexual orientation and gender identity de-
bates in vogue, Evangelical sectors publicly set an op-
posing tone®. They began to explicitly claim that their
religious beliefs should occupy the public sphere, and
their discourses should no longer be limited to private

congtregations and religious communities®.

LGBTI rights progressed considerably in the first
decades of 21* century, and as a result a conservative
resistance started opposing LGBTI movements, ham-
pering further progress®’. Bringing together fundamen-
talist neo-Pentecostals and right-wring populists created
a powerful burst of unprecedented ecumenism. These
sectors, as well as sharing the same moral positions, be-
lieve that religious institutions should have a prominent
role in the public sphere as a means to safeguard tradi-
tional values and protect society from moral decline®.
They established a vertical connection that stretched
from the highest government positions to thousands
of faithful. The movement is transfixed in adoration of
charismatic leaders whose aim is to purify public space,
“othering” LGBTI communities and pointing to them
as a foe of “the respectable citizen”. This movement
is dangerously fueling homophobia and transphobia
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through their public statements, as they claim LGBTI
communities are a manifestation of irreligiosity — even
though many LGBTI people are themselves religious®.

Right-wing populists and neo-Pentecostal leaders
became vehicles of disinformation: an array of voices
producing a cumulative echo chamber of homophobia
and transphobia support™. Instead of “simply” oppo-
sing the LGBTI discourse, the movement climbs inside
gender discussions, twisting theories, overdrawing facts,
exploiting standards and rendering them absurd. Truth
started to be regarded as a transitory, flexible concept
which could be molded to suit populist-evangelical pur-
poses’’.

In Colombia, religious-populism boosted anti-LLGB-
T1 narratives, which explains the warm reception of the
political project of former right-wing President Alvaro
Utribe within neo-Pentecostal circles Utibe has been
best able to take electoral advantage of the relevance
and vitality of these traditional values in large sectors
of Colombian society”. This strategy was especially
relevant during the 2016 Colombian Peace Agreement
referendum campaign.

3 Colombian Peace Agreement
Referendum: LGBTI rights caught in
between the trenches

3.1 Setting the scene
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In 2016, Colombians thought the fifty-year war whi-
ch had bled the country out would finally be over. After
four years of intense negotiations between the govern-
ment and the left-wing armed group Revolutionary Ar-
med Forces of Colombia- People’s Army (hereinafter
FARC-EP), achieving a lasting peace had never been so
tangible. On 24 August 2016, the news spread that an
Integral Agreement to end the conflict and build a tran-
sitional justice process had finally been reached. Three
months later, the Final Peace Agreement (Acuerdo Fi-
nal de Paz) was signed in Teatro Colén, in the city of

Bogota. However, a lot happened in those three mon-
ths.

The then president, Juan Manuel Santos, convened a
national referendum, calling on Colombians to endorse
what was one of the greatest peace accomplishments
of this century. Against all the prognostics, on the 2™
October 2016, the “no” vote won by a narrow margin:
50.21% of Colombians decided to reject the Integral
Agreement’. Experts were caught by surprise and the
international community was appalled. Public expecta-
tions were crushed. The success of the “no” vote tri-
ggered political uncertainty in Colombia. During the
negotiations, more than 70% of Colombians approved
the process. Apart from the Centro Democratico, led by
the former president Alvaro Uribe, all other parties and
most Colombian political personalities were in favor
of the agreement. It also enjoyed wide support among
the media, academia and cultural spheres™. What could
have undermined the predicted positive outcome? Un-
derstanding what happened on the 2" October requites
digging into right-wing populism, neo-Pentecostal mo-
vements, and the gender panic set up by them.

Many factors influenced the success of the “no”
vote’’. Howevet, the recognition of LGBTT rights and
the incorporation of a “gender focus” (enfoque de gé-
nero) in the Agreement was one key reason why voters
rejected the product of years of negotiations”. Behind

™ Just 37% of the electorate casted a vote.
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6 Beyond the matters related to gender identity and sexual orienta-
tion, the “no” supporters also requested that those found guilty of
crimes be barred from running for public office; that the FARC-EP
leaders served time in prison for the crimes committed; and that the
FARC-EP used their illicit gains to pay victims’ compensation. BBC
NEWS. Colombia Farc conflict: Uribe says peace deal was ‘weak’
after Santos meeting. BBC News, out. 2016. Available at: https://
www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-37558825.
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this result, a campaign led by the neo-Pentecostal Evan-
gelical church and backed by the former president Uri-
be, claimed that the “yes” vote would imply modifying
essential Colombian institutions such as marriage, fami-
ly and adoption.

3.2 How did we get there?

The armed conflict between the Colombian gover-
nment and the FARC-EP started in 1964, when the
left-wing group was constituted with the aim of over-
throwing the government and installing a Marxist regi-
me through armed struggle™. The country faced a dee-
ply unequal distribution of land, power, and wealth, and
the FARC-EP claimed to be fighting for social justice.
The State responded by waging a deadly war against the
armed group. In parallel, paramilitary forces were esta-
blished, with help and support from parts of the go-
vernment, to oppose the FARC-EP. In order to finance
its armed campaign, by the 1990s the FARC-EP began
to develop links with the drug business and engaged
in kidnappings and extortions. Although the FARC-EP
enjoyed a considerable amount of popular support at
the outset, these illegal activities associated with acts
of violence against the civilian population resulted in a
considerable loss of its public approval”.

Fluctuating between higher and lower levels of vio-
lence, changing leadership, and passing through contras-
ting phases, the fifty-two years of conflict were devas-
tating and ripped Colombia apart. More than 220,000
killings have been registered, 100,000 people were victi-
ms of forced disappearance and there were thousands
of incidences of kidnappings and sexual violence. The
bloodshed, persecution and brutality forced almost 40
million people to flee their homes™.

The LGBTI population was caught up in this situa-
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edu/gj_etds/150.

®  BELLAL, Annyssa. The war report: armed conflicts in 2016.
Geneva Academy of International Humanitarian Law and Human Rights,
2017. Available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=30858.

" BELLAL, Annyssa. The war report: armed conflicts in 2016.
Geneva Academy of International Humanitarian 1Law and Human Rights,
2017. Available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=30858.

8 At the time of the referendum, Colombia had about 6 million
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n. 1,2017.

tion. Beyond the discrimination of a largely homopho-
bic and transphobic society®, the LGBTI community
has also been specifically targeted by the Colombian ar-
med forces, the FARC-EP and the paramilitary™.

Violence from the government and the FARC-EP
was ruthless, and at times putting an end to the conflict
seemed utopic. Throughout the years, several attempts
to hold peace talks and negotiations between the go-
vernment and the FARC-EP were advanced. Although
different degrees of success were achieved, economic
factors, foreign policy alliances and the lack of proper
articulation hindered the conclusion of a peace accord.
In 2012, these circumstances changed, and the nego-
tiations had the wind in its sails. Both parties realized
peace was costly, but the costs of not reaching an agree-
ment would continue to be insurmountable®.

3.3 Gender focus in armed conflicts and peace
agreements

81 Specific forms of violence are perpetrated against the differ-

ent members of the LGBTI community. In Colombia, it should
be highlighted the innumerable cases of “corrective rape” against
lesbians and trans women, well documented by the Interamerican
Commission of Human Rights. Inter-American Commission on
Human Rights. INTER-AMERICAN COMMISSION OF HU-
MAN RIGHTS. Violence against LGBTI persons in the Americas. Wash-
ington, DC: Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, 2015.
para. 279, 345.

% During the conflict, LGBTI individuals were four times more
likely than cis- and straight people to be threatened and abused
by the mentioned actors. The military and police forces organized
raids, arbitrary detentions, torture, sexual harassment and expulsion
of LGBTI groups from public places. The FARC-EP commanders
stigmatized LGBTI people as HIV carriers, and ousted the fighters
to their families, also displacing them from the demilitarized zone.
Testimonies of LGBTI individuals revealed that paramilitary groups
subjected gay men and transgender women to participate in boxing
competitions as a form of public humiliation and distributed pam-
phlets that promised to cleanse towns from “undesired members
of society,” which included drug addicts, criminals and members of
the LGBTI community. The hardships experienced by LGBTI com-
munities in the Colombian conflict did not stop there. Because of
stigmatization and fear due to the lack of guarantees, victims remain
silent and what exactly happened and how many are them is im-
precise. Moreover, data on violence against the LGBTI community
during the armed conflict is scarce, as there are flaws and shortcom-
ings of record keeping. The Colombian Victims’ Unit has registered
close to 1,800 victims, which covers just the last four years of the
conflict. Prior to 2012, the sexual orientation and gender identity of
the victims was not computed. ESPITIA, Monica. LGBT in Colom-
bia: a war within. CUNY _Academic Works, 2016. Available at: https://
academicworks.cuny.edu/gj_etds/150.
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The Peace Agreement had five points, all undersco-
red by “gender focus”®. LGBTI rights wete considered
for the first time ever in a peace process: the dispropor-
tionate persecution against LGBTI people was finally
recognized by both the government and the FARC-EP.

But LGBTI rights were not always entangled with
the peace process. Only after two years of negotiations,
giving way to the pressure exerted by the social move-
ments, that a Subcommission on Gender was created.
However, women’s issues were the primary topic of
the Subcommission, and LGBTIs simply embarked
on their track. On the LGBTI front, the goal was to
incorporate victims’ testimonies and LGBTI rights in
the Agreement, turning violations into operative pro-

visions®.

The developments were a follow-up of an interna-
tional push (later adopted by Colombian civil society)
for acknowledging women’s rights and gender aware-
ness in armed conflicts and peace processes. The gender
sensitiveness of the Integral Peace Agreement reflected

8. Women’s

the achievements in the international arena
rights movements achieved important landmarks befo-
re the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
Against Women, the Rome Statute, and United Nations
Secutity Council®’. All these instances recognized the

disproportionate effect of armed conflicts on women®.

International law is less well developed in the area
of LGBTI rights. However, over the last decade, LGB-
TI has caught the women’s rights ride, and queer len-

% In Habana, the negotiators set the general architecture of the

peace plan, with five points entailing rural reform; a framework for
political participation of the FARC-EP; illicit drugs; end of conflict
and decommission; and victims and post-war justice.
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peace agreement. AJIL. Unbound, v. 110, p. 183-187, 2016.

% Victims® rights and past quatrels are often neglected during
peace negotiations. Because they are sensitive topics, it is not un-
common that they are left to future political debate not to “con-
taminate” the peace process with “matters of justice”. This is coun-
ter-productive: leaving demands of justice unhealed brings only a
relative and short-lived peace. The Colombian peace process has
directly challenged the idea that justice and peace are contradictory
and the Subcommission on Gender is a case in point. BATTAG-
LINO, Jorge; LODOLA, German. Negotiations and possible spoil-
ers in the Colombian peace process. Norwigian Peace Building Resonrce
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ses have been increasingly used to analyze issues arising
from warfare. It has become part of the gender-based
reading of conflict. Reports from the Human Rights
Council, the Office of the United Nations High Com-
missioner for Human Rights, and the United Nations
Secretary General have demonstrated the suffering of
LGBTI people during armed conflicts®. In 2015, the
United Nations Security Council debated for the first
time LGBTI rights, and the organization acknow-
ledged the attacks against them as a form of “moral
cleansing””. Additionally, in 2016 the organization’s
General Assembly affirmed that the use of lethal force
on the basis of real or perceived sexual orientation or
gender identity constitutes arbitrary deprivation of the
right to life”’. On the same strand, scholars have been
arguing that warfare and militarization favors hegemo-
nic masculinities, gender hierarchies and normative he-
terosexuality’”. As a result, these phenomena are chan-
neled into violence and discrimination against LGBTI
groups”™.

The Colombian Integral Peace Agreement is a pio-
neer in acknowledging LGBTI rights. However, it does
not go further than what had already been discussed in
the international and domestic scene. Most points of the
agreement were limited to describing LGBTI groups as
a part of reality, and failed to operationalize the provi-
sions to the specificities of LGBTI rights and needs”.
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Also, “gender” ended up as the embodiment of the cis-
-straight women’s experiences, whilst sexual orientation
and gender identity were left aside™. Also, within the
LGBTI community, there is an uneven level of mar-
ginalization. The different threats posed to different
members of the group were not identified and LGBTI
was portrayed as a uniform body. This demonstrates the
embryonic and contested state of LGBTI knowledge
within armed conflict and transitional justice.

Nothing in the agreement indicates that it bolstered
more than legitime LGBTI rights, rooted in international
understandings. However, the conservative movement,
prompted by the right-wing populist Uribe, and neo-
-Pentecostal evangelical leaders, perceived it as highly
upsetting to traditional values. This occurred in a con-
text where, in a relatively short period of time, abortion
was partially decriminalized in Colombia, equal marria-
ge was recognized, same-sex couples were authorized to
adopt, and transgender people could modify their name
and sex on their identity documents without requiring
the intervention of the judiciary. Discrimination based
on gender identity and sexual orientation was crimina-
lized and LGBTI people could finally be recognized as
victims of the armed conflict and, therefore, be access
reparations”. The scarce victories of the LGBTI move-
ment in the agreement were regarded as the last straw
and spurred gender panic in Colombia. The referendum
presented a stage for anti-LGBTI forces to disseminate
their homophobia and transphobia.

3.4 The 2" October 2016 referendum

The government and the FARC-EP hammered out
a 297-page document, agreeing on a variety of matters,
including transitional justice, the fight against impunity,

% For example, on the point regarding rural reform, gender stands
for general category. Further in, gender echoes a binary perspective
and is translated mostly into concrete measures to benefit women.
Similarly, on the point regarding political participation, women’s
rights were highlighted, and the importance of their political par-
ticipation to build strong democratic societies was recognized. This
point stands out, as it entails an explicit commitment to promote
the LGBTI social movement and fight LGBTI stigmatization. CES-
PEDES-BAEZ, Lina M. Gender panic and the failure of a peace
agreement. AJIL Unbound, v. 110, p. 183-187, 2016.

% RONDON, Manuel Alejandro Rodriguez. La ideologia de gé-
nero como exceso: panico moral y decisién ética en la politica co-
lombiana. Sexualidad, Salud y Sociedad, Rio de Janeiro, n. 27, p. 128-
148, 2017.

and victims’ rights”. With difficulties and sensitivities,
after years of negotiation, the agreement was finally
ready. Nothing in the accord indicated the requirement
of a referendum to take place, but president Santos un-
derstood voting would be paramount to cement popu-
lar support for the agreement. The polls were predicting
the accord would easily pass, envisioning a comfortable
victory for the “yes” vote™. Every aspect of public life
during the week of the referendum had been designed
to represent the end of Colombia’s oldest war: everyone
wore white; groups of women and children sang songs
of peace; Manuel Santos and Timochenko, FARC-EP’s
leader, gave touching speeches”. Santos was confident
of a positive result and might have underestimated one
part of his own “sandwich”: the right-wing populists.

Behind the narrow victory of the “no” vote, two
main actors can be identified: the neo-Pentecostal Evan-
gelical church and the Senator and former President Al-
varo Uribe Vélez, which led a right-wing populist mo-
vement. These actors blended into a conservative voice,
which was instrumental in defeating the “yes” vote in
referendum. They campaigned against the content of
the agreement, as it allegedly threatened Colombian va-
lues, such as the biological difference between man and
woman, the traditional family, and the place of religion
in public life'”. Some even claimed the Integral Agree-
ment upheld a “homodictatorship”, and the document,
corrupted by “gender ideology”, would advance the
“homosexualization” of millions of Colombians'”'.

3.5 Right-wing populism and the neo-
Pentecostal Evangelical church

7 TATE, Winifred. A dark day in Colombia. Nacl, oct. 2016.
Available at: https://nacla.org/news/2016/10/04/dark-day-colom-
bia-0.

% TATE, Winifred. A dark day in Colombia. Nacl, oct. 2016.
Available at: https://nacla.org/news/2016/10/04/dark-day-colom-
bia-0.

% ANDERSON, Jon Lee. How Colombia’s voters rejected peace.
The New Yorker, oct. 2016. Available at: https://www.newyorker.
com/news/daily-comment/how-colombias-voters-rejected-peace.
W VELEZ, Juanita. El Si pierde un aliado por “la familia”. La
Silla Vacia, aug, 2016. Available at: http://lasillavacia.com/historia/
el-si-pierde-un-aliado-por-la-familia-57572.; CESPEDES-BAEZ,
Lina M. Gender panic and the failure of a peace agreement. AJIL
Unbound, v. 110, p. 183-187, 2016.

1 Tt is necessary to highlight that not all leaders or sectors of
Colombian Protestantism share these opinions. BELTRAN, Wil-
liam Mauricio; CREELY, Sian. Pentecostals, gender ideology and
the peace plebiscite: Colombia 2016. Re/igions, v. 9, 2018.
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Colombia’s former two-term President Alvaro Uribe
is one of most important political figures in the coun-
try'”. During his presidency his popularity reached le-
vels that ranged from 60 to 70%. His power did not cea-
se with the end of his mandate as President: currently,
Uribe is linked to the Centro Democratico party, and in
2014 became a Senator, being the most voted for politi-
cian for this position in Colombian history.

Uribe is a populist, far-right leader. He employs a
straightforward, direct, popular, moralistic and extre-
mely manicheistic political discourse. He embodies the
people’s fight against an imaginary foe, and his way of
making politics is always under the view of moral and
upfront struggle against an adversary'”. Dialogue and
negotiation are secondary. Uribe’s approach to politics
is guiding the country with an iron first, and in 2001 du-
ring his presidential electoral campaign, security was his
fundamental pillar. He claimed he would strengthen the
treatment given to “internal enemies” and recover lost
sovereignty in parts of the country’s territory. Uribe’s
narrative complied with the idea of “othering”, so pre-
sent in populist movements.

During the peace negotiations, he supported a
strong-arm approach to ending the conflict, insisting
that Santos’ deal was too lenient on the armed group'™.
“We want peace, but not this peace” was his slogan. By
endorsing the “no” vote, Uribe claimed that he did not
support continued war but wanted a better agreement.
“Colombians, let’s correct the path”, he stated after the

final result was revealed!®.

Uribe used Twitter as his main platform. During the

12 Tt is interesting that Santos and Utibe were once allies. Santos

founded Uribe’s party, Centro Democritico, and when Uribe served
as president, from 2002 to 2010, Santas was the minister of defense.
When Santos became president and revealed that he had begun
peace negotiations with the FARC-EP, Uribe accused him of betray-
al. ANDERSON, Jon Lee. How Colombia’s voters rejected peace.
The New Yorker, oct. 2016. Available at: https://www.newyorker.
com/news/daily-comment/how-colombias-voters-rejected-peace.
1% FIERRO, Marta, C. Alvaro Utibe populism and neo-populism.
Abndlisis politico, Bogota, v. 27, n. 81, p. 127-147, mayo/ago. 2014.

14 CYR, Jennifer; MELENDEZ, Carlos. Colombia’s right-wing
populist movement defeated the peace deal: here’s how we know.
The Washington Post, oct. 2016. Available at: https://www.washing-
tonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2016/10/04/colombias-
right-wing-populist-movement-defeated-the-peace-deal-heres-how-
we-know/.

%5 BRODZINSKY, Sibylla. Colombia referendum: voters reject
peace deal with Farc guerrillas. The Guardian, oct. 2016. Available
at:  https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/0ct/02/colombia-
referendum-rejects-peace-deal-with-farc.

referendum campaign, he reacted to news, argued with
other politicians and journalists, and generally spread
fake news multiple times a day'”. He used social media
to attack Santos and the FARC-EP, lumping them to-
gether, and jeopardizing the peace deal. Uribe claimed
the peace agreement was akin to Colombia “handing
over the country” to “castrochavistas”"”. In an insul-
ting tone, he claimed the reconciliation with the FARC
would drive Colombia towards becoming the next Cuba

or Venezuela'®,

Itis easy to draw a parallel between the United States
of America’s president and epitome of populism, Do-
nald Trump, and Uribe’s deployment of social media,
in his reactionary tone, populist rhetoric, and the com-

199 Further, some similarities between the

bative slogans
triumph of the “No” vote, Brexit and the election of
Trump, (all of which took place in 2016) can be drawn.
The main points of intersection are the populist dis-
courses, the strategic use of social media and the circu-

lation of ‘fake news’ in the campaigns'"’.

Also known as Uribistas, Uribe’s followers regarded
the developments established in the peace accord as a
threat''". They campaigned against the promotion of
a “confused gender ideology” enshrined in the docu-
ment''?. Pamphlets promoting the “no” vote read, “Co-
lombia is in danger of falling under the control of a
communist dictatorship and the imminent passage of a

106 KRYSTALLI, Roxanne; THEIDON, Kimberly. Here’s how at-
tention to gender affected Colombia’s peace process. The Washing-
ton Post, oct. 2016. Available at: https:/ /www.washingtonpost.com/
news/monkey-cage/wp/2016/10/09 /heres-how-attention-to-gen-
der-affected-colombias-peace-process/.

17 Referting to Marxists who support Fidel Castro and Chavismo.
18 TATE, Winifred. A dark day in Colombia. Nada, oct. 2016.
Available at: https://nacla.org/news/2016/10/04/dark-day-colom-
bia-0.

1 ANDERSON, Jon Lee. How Colombia’s voters rejected peace.
The New Yorker, oct. 2016. Available at: https://www.newyorker.
com/news/daily-comment/how-colombias-voters-rejected-peace.
110 BELTRAN, William Mauricio; CREELY, Sian. Pentecostals,
gender ideology and the peace plebiscite: Colombia 2016. Religions,
v. 9, 2018.

""" The Utribistas became a political wave represented in the Dem-
ocratic Center Party. Although the party has “centre” in its name,
the party is renowned for its extreme right-wing stance and poli-
cies. GRATTAN, Steven. The emerging challenges and opportunities for
the LGBT population in post-accord Colombia. Thesis for: MA Human
Rights and Global Ethics. Universidad del Rosario, 2018.

12 KRYSTALLI, Roxanne; THEIDON, Kimberly. Here’s how at-
tention to gender affected Colombia’s peace process. The Washing-
ton Post, oct. 2016. Available at: https:/ /www.washingtonpost.com/
news/monkey-cage/wp/2016/10/09 /heres-how-attention-to-gen-
der-affected-colombias-peace-process/.
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gender ideology'?”. During the campaign, a new group
emerged, the National Movement of the Family. It des-
cribed itself as “neither political nor religious”, but its
objective is to “fight in favor of God’s original design
for the family and thus for the moral bases that allow us
to construct our society” . Uribe praised these views on
Twitter: “saying that one is not born female or male, but
that this is defined by ‘society,” is an abuse of minors, a
disrespect of nature and of the family.”

Influenced by Uribes disinformation campaign,
a considerable part of the neo-Pentecostal leadership
concluded that the LGBTI community was using “the
agreement as a platform to promote their political
projects”'*. On the day the Integral Agreement was an-
nounced by Santos and Timochenko, Uribe appeared in
Cartagena holding hands with Miguel Arrazola, one of
the pastors who later, during the “no” campaign, publi-
cly pushed the rejection of the agreement. Right after
the success at the polls on the 2nd October 2016, Uribe
reiterated the need to encourage family values defended
by religious leaders and moral pastors'". The Senatot’s
relationship with evangelical groups had always been
apparent, but during the campaign their closeness was
exacerbated'’®.

It is undeniable that the “no” vote is a victory of
the Uribistas. But it is not a victory of the Uribistas alo-
ne: the whole neo-Pentecostal machinery was put at the
disposal of the movement, thereby influencing and mo-
bilizing the faithful''’. At the time of the referendum,

5 TATE, Winifred. A dark day in Colombia. Nada, oct. 2016.
Available at: https://nacla.org/news/2016/10/04/dark-day-colom-
bia-0.
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9, 2018.

15 VELEZ, Juanita. Santos le quita fe a Uribe. Ia Silla 1Vacia, aug,
2016. Available at: https://lasillavacia.com/historia/santos-le-quita-
fe-uribe-58243.

16 Cristianos: ¢el poder decisorio en la politica? Semana, oct. 2016.
Available at: http://www.semana.com/nacion/articulo/religion-
inclina-la-balanza-politica-en-colombia/502530.

17 The Catholic Church also has some responsibility over the re-
sult, as it has never compromised itself with the ‘yes’, At the outset,
they supported negotiating a solution to the conflict and the peace
process, but did not promote the “yes” vote. COSOY, Natalio. El
rol de las iglesias cristianas evangélicas en la victoria del “No” en el
plebiscito de Colombia. BBC News, oct. 2016. Available at: https://
www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-37560320.; BAS-
SET, Yann. Claves del rechazo del plebiscito para la paz en Colom-
bia. Estudios Politicos, Medellin, v. 52, p. 241-265, 2017.

neo-Pentecostal Evangelical movements in Colombia
were speatheaded by seven main personalities'™, all of
them were active in the “no” campaign. What is more,
all of them publicly declared their alignment with the
political project of Alvaro Uribe!"’. In Colombia, many
neo-Pentecostal leaders have identified with Uribe’s au-
thoritarian and paternalistic fashion, and his conservati-
ve position in matters of morality, sexuality and family.
Uribe knew how to capitalize on this relationship.

The rejection of the agreement was considered “a

miracle” by the neo-Pentecostal leaders'®

. The triumph
of the “no” vote was possible because of the evange-
lical factor, whose leaders openly antagonized the pea-

ce agreements'?!.

The so-called ‘gender ideology’ was
adopted as strategy to advocate for the “no” campaign.

122, Depending on the convenience and the context, con-

8 These personalities were Cesar and Claudia Castellanos (of the

Mision Carismatica Internacional which has churches in major cit-
ies all over the country); pastor Eduardo Cafias (from Manantial de
Vida Eterna in Bogota); pastor Jorge Trujillo (from Centro Cristiano
Casa del Reino in Bogota); pastor John Milton Rodriguez (from the
Mision Paz a las Naciones en Cali); pastor Miguel Arrazola (from the
Rios de Vida church in Cartagena and Barranquilla); pastor Marco
Fidel Ramirez (also a City Councillor in Bogota, self-proclaimed
“‘Councillor for the family’); and Angela Hernandez (representative
in the regional government of Santander).

17 COSQY, Natalio. El rol de las iglesias cristianas evangélicas en
la victoria del “No” en el plebiscito de Colombia. BBC News, oct.
2016. Available at: https:/ /www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-
latina-37560320; VELEZ, Juanita. El Si pierde un aliado por “la
familia”. La Silla Vacia, aug, 2016. Available at: http://lasillavacia.
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10-661678.; VELASCO, Juan David. Colombia: de minorias disper-
sas a aliados estratégicos. In: PEREZ,José Luis; GRUNDBERGER,
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TESC, 2018. p. 221-245.
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servative activism associated gender ideology to atheists,
communists, homosexuals, feminists, defenders of a
non-military solution to the armed conflict, “gay lobby”,
“abortionists” and “Castro-Chavismo”. What would
join them together would be their anti-community. Hen-
ce, they would constitute the nation’s enemy'>.

During the referendum campaign, neo-Pentecostal
megachurches used their influence to persuade pulpits
to support the “no” vote'**. Their organizational infras-
tructure, which entailed auditoriums, printing presses,
schools, mass media, presence in radio stations, and te-
levision programs were put at the service of the cam-
paign machinery. Thus, these megachurches became
stages for political proselytizing,

The neo-Pentecostal gears were used to spread
fake news, creating an anti-LGBTI paranoia and
even affirming the document had been “agreed with
witcheraft”!®. By portraying a supetficial understanding
of feminist and queer theory, and misrepresenting the
gender focus in the agreement'®, they depicted the fight
against gender ideology as a battle between the “cor-
rupt” feminists and LGBTT activists, on the one hand,
and “pure” citizen-believers on the other. This narrative
was highly characterized by the populist reasoning, whi-
ch exacerbates an “us. vs them” feeling,
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124 The campaign was also broadcasted in small churches, but the phe-
nomenon gained a unique dimension at the megachurches, which are
generally found in large cities and are common within Pentecostalism.
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-pastores-que-votaron-no-en-el-plebi-

3.6 The post-referendum

After the referendum, the peace process was left in
limbo. The then president Manuel Santos affirmed that
he would continue meeting opponents to try to rescue
the deal - which he did, but at the expense of the LGB-
TI community. Santos convened the Grand National
Dialogue (Gran Didlogo National), which aimed to
change, adjust and clarify the Integral Agreement into
what would later be the Final Agreement to be signed at
the National Congtress.

He met with the two sides of what the present
paper considers as Latin America’s “new sandwich”.
First, he talked to several pastors, in order to discuss
the importance of the so-called traditional family in the
peace process. He mentioned he was “able to explain
that the process does not promote gender ideology. It
recognizes and defends women’s role as victims and
peacemakers”'’
that LGBTI rights were completely forgotten. Then, he

. By this statement, it can be inferred

met with Uribe to try to soften the right-wing populist’s
followers'.

The “no” campaigners proposed forty-four changes
to the Integral Agreement, which included the adoption
of a concept of the family as the union of a man and a
woman”, the elimination of expressions such as “diver-
se gender identity” and “diverse sexual orientation”, the
inclusion of family as a “fundamental nucleus of socie-
ty”, and the recognition of religious people as victims
of the conflict."” Neo-Pentecostal leaders insisted on
removing every gender and sexual identity aspect of the
agreement, and proposed to simply promote women’s

130

rights™’. These changes were then negotiated with the

27 EL ESPECTADOR. El acuerdo con las Farc no promueve la
ideologfa de género™: Santos. FE/ Espectador, oct. 2016. Available at:
https://www.clespectador.com/noticias/politica/el-acuerdo-fatrc-
no-promueve-ideologia-de-genero-santos-articulo-660110.

1 BBC NEWS. Colombia Farc conflict: Utibe says peace deal
was ‘weak’ after Santos meeting. BBC News, oct. 2016. Available at:
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-ametica-37558825.

1% VELEZ, Juanita. Cristianos y LGBTI: ambos sienten que ga-
naron con el acuerdo. Ia Silla Vacia, nov. 2016. Available online:
http://lasillavacia.com/historia/ ctistianos-y-Lgbti-ambos-sienten-
que-ganaron-con-el-acuerdo-58838; BELTRAN, William Mauricio;
CREELY, Sian. Pentecostals, gender ideology and the peace plebi-
scite: Colombia 2016. Re/igions, v. 9, 2018.

1% VELEZ, Juanita. Cristianos y LGBTI: ambos sienten que ga-
naron con el acuerdo. Ia Silla Vacia, nov. 2016. Available online:
http://lasillavacia.com/historia/ ctistianos-y-Lgbti-ambos-sienten-
que-ganaron-con-el-acuerdo-58838; BELTRAN, William Mauricio;
CREELY, Sian. Pentecostals, gender ideology and the peace plebi-
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FARC-EP leaders. Although LGBTI rights were not
completely discarded, they were softened. The gender
focus turned out to be defined in a binary fashion, as
the recognition of equal rights between men and wo-
men, and a semantic war managed to reduce the use
of the word “gender” in the document from 144 to 55
times. Mentions of sexual orientation and gender iden-
tity were removed. However, the Catatumbo clause re-
mained"’, and the neo-Pentecostal’s most important re-
quest was not achieved, which was to replace the gender
approach with a women’s rights approach'*.

The Final Peace Agreement yielded to moralistic
discourses and the fear of a “pink tide” spread by the
right-wing populist Alvaro Uribe and conservative reli-
gious sectors. In this sense, during the Grand National
Discourse, LGBTI rights were toned down to appease
the Colombian society’s gender panic. According to the
LGBTTI activist German Humberto Rincén “Yes, they
named us in the agreement, but they belittled us. Better
said, they won and we lost, because churches were given

too much space [...]"".

4 Conclusion

The moralization of politics is a global phenome-
non. The idea of moral panic, and more specifically, pa-
nic against “gender ideology” is convenient in building
a nation’s enemy. The fear of transforming the structu-
res of homophobia and transphobia has been appro-
priated by a political project rooted in antagonizing the
“people” against an imaginary foe.

scite: Colombia 2016. Reigions, v. 9, 2018.

131 The Catatumbo clause sustains that “No content of the Final
Agreement will be understood and interpreted as the denial, restric-
tion or impairment of the rights of people regardless of their sex,
age, religious beliefs, opinions, ethnic identity, for their membership
in the Lgbti population or for any other reason; nor the right to
the free development of personality and the right to freedom of
conscience”. FINAL PEACE AGREEMENT. Final agreement to end
the armed conflict and build a stable and lasting peace. 2016. Available at:
http:/ /www.altocomisionadoparalapaz.gov.co/Prensa/Documen-
tos%20compartidos/Colombian-Peace-Agreement-English-Trans-
lation.pdf.

122 VELEZ, Juanita. Cristianos y LGBTI: ambos sienten que ga-
naron con el acuerdo. La Silla Vacia, nov. 2016. Available online:
http://lasillavacia.com/historia/ctistianos-y-Lgbti-ambos-sienten-
que-ganaron-con-el-acuerdo-58838.

13 BELTRAN, William Mauricio; CREELY, Sian. Pentecostals,
gender ideology and the peace plebiscite: Colombia 2016. Religions,
v. 9, 2018.

This “us vs them” narrative has gained support
among Hvangelical neo-Pentecostal followers. As they
usually identify with a more conservative agenda, they
have use right-wing populist platforms to spread their
moral values and consolidate a position within politics.
Conversely, populists have embraced Evangelical rhe-
toric to reach an incredible number of faithful. Thus,
populism appears as a two-way bridge between the con-
servative Evangelical faithful and right-wing politicians.

In Latin America, LGBTT rights have recently been
brought to the heart of the political debate, and both
right-ring populists and neo-Pentecostals took the op-
portunity to defend the so-called respectable citizen as
an important part of their agenda. They gathered in
an anti-LGBTI force, which talks to a single audien-
ce, thirsting for a political representation able to stop
LGBTT’s empowerment.

In Colombia, the peace negotiations have generated
considerable attention among the international commu-
nity. It has also gathered a substantial level of domes-
tic political support. This attention and support helped
create a powerful narrative to make LGBTI groups
stand out in the general population of victims. Howe-
ver, the spotlight has also contributed to the backlash
against these groups. Therefore, the referendum beca-
me a platform for advancing and repudiating LGBTI
rights, where both the supporters and opponents of the
agreement’s gender-based approach saw this political
process as a chance to further their own agenda.

Although some LGBTI achievements were regret-
tably “lost in translation” at the Final Agreement, the
document is still the most gender- and LGBTI-sensi-
tive peace deal to date. Despite the largely unexpected
referendum’s outcome, the sharp opposition of right-
-wing populists and the neo-Pentecostal leaders in the
Colombian peace process does not come as a surprise
to anyone who considers a regional overview and his-
torical background of the backlash against the LGBTI
community.

Latin America is indeed like a “sandwich”, stuck be-
tween right-wing populism and neo-Pentecostal chur-
ches. In order to create an enemy, these actors help
build the mirage of a looming LGBTI menace, blaming
the LGBTI community for the decline of the so-called
traditional family. Anyone who opposes this idea is out

>

of touch with “ordinary” people, obsessed with “mar-

ginal issues such as LGBTI rights”. They are naive drea-
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mers in their own attachment to such vague notions as
“human rights”.
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